Background: Anxiety disorders are highly prevalent, affecting approximately 10% of individuals throughout life; its onset can be detected since early childhood or adolescence. Studies in adults have shown that anxiety disorders are associated with alcohol abuse, but few studies have investigated the association between anxiety symptoms and problematic alcohol use in early ages. Objective: To evaluate if anxiety symptoms are associated with problematic alcohol use in young subjects. Methods: A total of 239 individuals aged 10-17 years were randomly selected from schools located in the catchment area of Hospital de Clínicas de Porto Alegre. The Screen for Child Anxiety--Related Emotional Disorders (SCARED) was used to evaluate the presence of anxiety symptoms, and the Alcohol, Smoking and Substance Involvement Screening Test (ASSIST), to evaluate alcohol use. Results: One hundred twenty-seven individuals (53.1%) reported having already used alcohol. Of these, 14 individuals showed problematic alcohol use (5.8%). There was no association between lifetime use of alcohol and anxiety symptoms, but mean SCA-RED scores in individuals with problematic alcohol use was higher if compared to those without problematic use, even after adjustment for age and gender (29.9±8.5 vs. 23.7±11.8, p < 0.001). Conclusions: Despite the limitation of a cross-sectional design, our study suggests that anxiety symptoms are associated with problematic alcohol use early in life.
Introduction
Anxiety disorders are among the most prevalent psychiatric conditions, affecting approximately 28.8% of individuals throughout life. 1 Moreover, these disorders are characterized by having an early onset, affecting almost 5.2% of subjects aged 7 to 14 years according to a Brazilian epidemiological study. 2 Studies evaluating adult samples have demonstrated that anxiety disorders are associated with problematic alcohol use, 3 but few studies have investigated this association early in life.
Alcohol is the drug most widely used in the general population and also among adolescents. Laranjeira et al.
reported a prevalence of 28% of heavy alcohol use, 3%
of alcohol abuse, and 9% of dependence in a Brazilian adult sample. 4 Lifetime prevalence of alcohol use among
Brazilian adolescents has been informed to range from 34 5 to 62%, 6 reaching higher rates in females. While 6.7% of the population is comprised of heavy users, the rate of frequent use reaches 11.7%. 7 Furthermore, alcohol consumption has accounted for 80,000 deaths per year from 2001 to 2005 in the U.S., and is considered one of the most common preventable causes of death. 8 Comorbidity between anxiety disorders and alcohol use in adults is well described in the literature. Degenhardt et al. showed that the association between alcohol use and anxiety in adults shows a J-shaped curve, with light users having the lowest rates of anxiety disorders, and those with dependence showing the highest rates of anxiety. 9 Moreover, the frequency of alcohol use as a self-medication in anxious individuals differs depending on the type of anxiety disorder.
For example, studies have shown a prevalence of 3.3% in individuals with specific phobia, 10 The SCARED is a screening scale widely used to assess anxiety symptoms in children and adolescents. 15, 16 It consists of five subscales (somatic/panic, generalized anxiety, separation anxiety, social phobia, and school phobia) and a total of 41 questions that have to be answered with regard to symptom frequency using Significance was set at p < 0.05.
Results
A total of 239 individuals were evaluated, and 131
(54.8%) were females. Mean age in the whole sample 
Discussion
The prevalence of alcohol use in our sample was 53.1%, which is in agreement with other studies that have reported prevalence rates ranging from 34 5 to 62% 6 among adolescents. We found a higher prevalence of alcohol use in male and older adolescents, as also previously reported. 5 Moreover, corroborating our initial hypothesis, we found a higher prevalence of anxiety symptoms in individuals with problematic alcohol use after adjustment for confounders.
The literature describes different patterns of alcohol use according to different types of anxiety disorders. 10, 11, 20, 21 Our data showed a higher prevalence of problematic alcohol use in the presence of symptoms of panic disorder and generalized anxiety disorder, which is in agreement with previous studies. 10, 11, [20] [21] [22] However, we did not find an association between social phobia symptoms and problematic alcohol use, as reported in some studies assessing adults 10 and adolescents. 22 These controversial findings could be due to methodological differences in the assessment of anxiety. For instance, while previous studies have reported associations between alcohol use and different diagnoses of anxiety disorders, we evaluated anxiety symptoms using a screening scale. As a result, our study did not confirm Brazilians aged 15 to 54 years. 23 In addition, in 2000, 40% of the fatalities in traffic accidents in the U.S. were related to alcohol use. 9 Students who commit suicide are more often under the acute effect of alcohol, 24 and the use of this substance has been shown to quadruplicate the chance of violence among men. 24 The risk of death by drowning, falls, and suicide is higher in alcoholic subjects. 9 At an early age, alcohol consumption increases the chance of using tobacco and other drugs, and also of worsening its own pattern of use. 6 Finally, alcohol is also a risk factor for different medical conditions.
23,25
The literature has demonstrated that non-recognition and non-treatment of anxiety disorders may pose difficulties to and even cause the failure of alcoholism treatment. 12 Some studies have shown that anxiety can contribute to the maintenance and relapse of alcohol abuse and dependence disorders. 3, 26 In addition, anxiety may worsen alcohol abuse and dependence. 12 Anxious individuals who use alcohol as a self-medication have an increased chance of developing other comorbidities, e.g., mood disorder, 11, 12 substance use disorder, 11 suicidal ideation and suicide attempt, 11 and personality disorder. 10 Moreover, they tend to have a poorer quality of life 27 and increased rates of health care system use. 27 The direction of the association between anxiety and problematic alcohol use is controversial in the recent literature: while some studies suggest that alcohol precedes anxiety, 3 we consider that alcoholism is a more difficult disease to treat when compared to anxiety disorders. 29 We did not find an association between lifetime alcohol use (experimentation) and anxiety symptoms, but the latter was associated with problematic and highly frequent alcohol use. Adolescence is an important stage, marked by impulsivity, family conflicts, and transgression.
Those characteristics reflect the omnipotence and curiosity typically observed in youths and may lead one to engage in risk behaviors by searching for new sensations and pleasures. 30 In addition, alcohol products are widely offered 31 and used, 32 easily accessible, 31 although forbidden for adolescents in Brazil. Thus, the higher rate of alcohol experimentation observed in our sample is consistent with characteristics inherent to adolescence and maybe to the Brazilian setting, regardless of the presence of anxiety symptoms. From a different standpoint, however, our findings do suggest that frequent and problematic use of alcohol may represent a condition potentially associated with pathological traits such as anxiety symptoms.
In sum, this study corroborates data previously described for adults and shows that the association between anxiety and alcohol problems can be detected 
